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Published: September 03, 2007 in Knowledge@SMU 
Since the events of 9/11, ordinary people and governments are struggling more than ever to make sense of the
seemingly senseless acts of terrorists that threaten nearly all countries, directly or indirectly. Singapore
Management University philosophy professor Thomas Brian Mooney is coauthor, along with Rob Imre and Ben
Clarke, of a new book, Terrorism, Causes and Cures: Legal, Political and Philosophical Perspectives, to be published
later this year by Ashgate Press. The book is based on a series of public lectures delivered by the three co-authors
at The University of Notre Dame, Australia, in 2005. Mooney talks to Knowledge@SMU about the importance of
“storytelling”, as compared with adopting a  purely rational approach, to help understand the causes of terrorism.
Knowledge@SMU: How can people make sense of terrorism, a seemingly senseless phenomenon?
Mooney: In contemporary times, terrorism has affected virtually everyone; for instance, we all have to go through
extra security checks at airports. However, although the vast majority of people are aware of the issues, they
remain relatively immune from terrorism in their everyday lives. For people who haven’t had first-hand experience of
so-called terrorism, they certainly hear about it in the news – from Afghanistan, the Middle East, Sri Lanka and
Northern Ireland, to mention just a few. To some extent, it is something that happens elsewhere -- in the Middle
East or “over there” -- and only indirectly affects us. So the question is, how can people understand the nature of
these deeply-held beliefs that can result in terrorist action? The book and, specifically, my essays address how it
may be possible to understand this phenomenon, and reach some level of common understanding through such
concepts as “story telling” and “emotional relatedness”.
One of my arguments suggests that when we deal with conflict at the level of rationalisation – and the
rationalisations may be very strong on both sides of a conflict situation -- each side strongly believes that their
version of things is correct. We’ve been brought up to believe in and, therefore, legitimise our own beliefs; we are,
as it were, enculturated into our beliefs. In other words, terrorists have a point of view that needs to be taken
seriously too. The question is, are there strategies for overcoming this “incommensurability of reasons”? One way is
by taking the debate away from the level of reason and argument, and to try to understand why people come to
believe in what they do, and not what it is they believe in. I suggest that this can be done through story-telling
because it breaks down all those abstract considerations and makes things concrete, humanised. You start to see
that you’re dealing with a real person with real beliefs and considerations.
Knowledge@SMU: In other words, you’re looking at the person and not his or her ideology?
Mooney: That’s right. You’re abstracting from the ideology and the reasons behind it, and focusing on why the
person has come to believe in that ideology. What experiences has this person undergone that makes him or her
take that position? I’ve used a few examples in the book of how public policies have changed as a result of such
stories being told. One of them relates to the “stolen generations” among the aborigines of Australia. Many
Australians tend to pigeonhole aborigines as lazy, drunk and so on. But when stories about the treatment of the
aboriginal children came out, people started to change their opinions. These children were taken away from their
parents and raised as domestic servants in various parts of the country. They were educated in a system they
didn’t want and didn’t understand. Once the public realised that these stories were real, they became emotionally
engaged with those persons -- even if they couldn’t agree at the level of reason – and this changed their views of
the aborigines and their attitudes towards them.
When you gain a sense of the stories of individuals, and the reasons why they believe what they believe, it is much
more difficult to be subjected to political manipulation. In the book, I’ve told my own story about growing up in
Belfast, Northern Ireland, where I lived through war for 30 years of my life, and how one’s reasons arise from
experiences. For instance, when my father didn’t have a job as a result of discrimination against Catholics, I saw him
crying at Christmas time because he did not have money to buy gifts, and so forth. These are the experiences that
galvanise one’s rationalisations of the world. To fail to understand that there are reasons why people take up certain
stances is to demonise or politicise them in a way that is dehumanising. So, we need to understand the nature of
the experiences that lead to rationalisations that, in turn, cause people to take up radical positions. This is the
essence of story-telling. One of the difficulties, however, with storytelling is that it provides no guarantees, and is
itself also open to political and social manipulation, as we can see in various forms of social engineering and political
myth building.
Knowledge@SMU: But how can the average person come to grips with terrorism?
Mooney: I come back to what I said earlier on. Sometimes what we refer to as terrorism is, largely speaking, about
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serious failures in our understanding. For instance, one man’s terrorist is another’s freedom fighter -- it all depends
on the perspective taken. This is quite aside from the terrible effects of terrorism where nobody wants to condone
innocent people being killed. In general, people don’t fight or kill without reasons unless they’re psychotic. There
have to be reasons why people feel aggrieved, and why they think it’s necessary to take up violence in their cause.
Sometimes it may be because they have no other means. What we must not do is to take some over-arching
moralistic stance, such as the values of western democracy or something along those lines, as the only way to deal
with reasonable objections to differing conceptions of the good. We need to understand the convictions by which
people come to take radical positions, and also seriously address the issues and conditions which foster terrorism,
such as alienation, lack of education, marginalisation, and economic reasons in particular.
Knowledge@SMU: These kinds of issues underlying terrorism can be overwhelming. How can they be resolved?
Mooney: There aren’t any easy solutions. What I lament is that the major modern powers seem to lack the
conviction to address fundamental governing conditions of terrorism. At the end of World War II some real vision was
apparent among the victors, particularly the USA, who presented substantial aid packages to Germany and Japan.
Both countries moved on from being `rogue’ states to become two of the world’s greatest players and co-operators
on the international scene. But there doesn’t appear to be a corresponding conviction today concerning terrorism,
probably due to parochial economic interests and aggressive individualism. I think there are places where some kind
of solutions may be worked out, particularly the Palestinian problem in the Middle East, but there appears to be a
lack of political will. Moreover, there is not the tangible delivery of real goods. People don’t usually fight if they’ve
got food in their bellies, access to education, and better lives for their families. People are likely to take up arms
when they don’t have a vested interest in the future, or that future is being warped by other considerations. We
need mutual respect and also political conviction from the world’s most powerful nations, but the political will just
doesn’t seem to exist.
Knowledge@SMU: What are some practical ways to develop this sense of mutual understanding?
Mooney: There are a number of examples in ongoing conflict situations. For instance, for a long time in Northern
Ireland, they’ve brought children from the Catholic and Protestant communities to the countryside to play with one
another. But this is a long process and has no guarantee of success. The same can be done between Palestinians
and Jews and in other conflicts. It is largely a process of education that brings about the possibility of change by
establishing a firmer understanding of the nature of our shared humanity as well as our  differences. Even though
you may never come to accept what the other person believes in, it becomes much, much harder to treat that
person as simply a means to an end once you have begun the process of understanding.
Knowledge@SMU: Closer home, how do you think multi-racial Singapore maintains social harmony? 
Mooney: I don’t think it’s a question of understanding. Different communities get on well in Singapore largely due to
tolerance. Practically speaking, it’s largely about leaving other communities to get on with their lives without
interfering in them. I don’t think you’ve reached the second stage which is the fully fledged attachment of different
groups to one another. People, in general, live decent lives here. It is not a corrupt society and people have got
food in their bellies and a flat to live in. Very few people are completely marginalised here which is a good thing. As
people are quite happy with their lives, they don’t see a need to fight and are quite content to be reasonable with
others around them. But my vision of integration is much larger than this. It means effective participation in the lives
of other communities where there is a sense of real concern and care.
Knowledge@SMU: Could you briefly describe the main features of your new book?
Mooney: There are three things I would like to highlight. One is the genuine attempt to provide an inter-disciplinary
perspective. In order to solve or seriously consider contemporary issues, we need a perspective that goes beyond
any specific discipline. We need to be learning things from a whole range of considerations as much as possible.
Contemporary universities often mark their research excellence in somewhat esoteric domains through specialisation
in rather narrow areas. However, if the phenomenon of globalisation teaches us anything, it is that contemporary
society is complex and intimately connected. An economic problem in the US has a substantial impact on the rest of
the world; people may lose jobs and self-respect, and thus create problems for their families. The world is now
connected in ways that were unthinkable several generations ago. As a result, we need academics who can discern
problems from a variety of different perspectives, and who maintain a broad vision about lines of intersection. 
Secondly, it is written from the perspective of the Catholic tradition. All of the writers (Rob Imre, Ben Clarke and I)
are writing at various levels and degrees from within a dialogue that has been going on in the Catholic tradition for
many centuries. It is important to point out that this does not imply an acceptance of official Catholic policies or
viewpoints; in fact, quite the opposite. In several essays, we argue against them. Third, I hope it will be a book that
is accessible to ordinary readers and is not so caught up in jargon or academic talk, and that it has practical and not
just theoretical significance. For example, I argue for the importance of moral education and sensitivity, Rob Imre
argues for poverty reduction and the responsibility of wealthier nations to provide real and tangible support for the
marginalised, and Ben Clarke consistently points to the urgency for greater international cooperation, particularly
through strengthening international law.
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